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On June 28 after three weeks of intense debate, the National Assembly approved a 74-article
"Muncipalities Law" codifying the structure and functions of municipal government, and elections
of mayors and municipal council members. For the first time in Nicaraguan history, mayors
and council members are to be chosen via secret balloting in direct and open elections. Dates
for the elections have not yet been announced. Next, municipal administrative structures were
designed to be relatively autonomous, with the capability of establishing tax-exempt enterprises
for the production of basic goods and services. The limits of municipal autonomy are supervised
by the Ministry of the Presidency. Article 37 reads: "The Executive Power through the Ministry
of the Presidency will be able to overrule the acts and dispositions of the municipalities which
infringe on the juridical order or harm national interests." Perhaps the most novel element of
the legislation is the establishment of general assemblies which are perceived as the direct link
between municipal government and citizens. The assemblies are to meet at least twice per year
to hear budget and activity reports by council members. Assemblies will be able to initiate recall
procedures for mayors. Regarding the Atlantic Coast's "autonomous regions," the new legislation
refers to the Autonomy Statute and establishes that councils in those regions are to reflect the ethnic
composition of respective communities. With the exception of the Marxist Leninist Party (MAP-ML),
all opposition parties reportedly agreed to boycott sessions devoted to debate on the municipalities
legislation. However, some members of the opposition with seats in the National Assembly decided
to ignore the boycott. Opposition groups pertaining to the Democratic Coordinator were particularly
concerned about articles dealing with the municipal assemblies. They complained that "any kind
of gathering responds to manipulation by the Sandinista Front." An FSLN deputy in the National
Assembly pointed out what he called the inconsistency of the above complaint: "If it is certain (as
you maintain) that the FSLN has lost the support of the population, then you would be in a better
position to win the municipal elections." (Basic data from 07/08/88 report by Regional Coordination
for Economic and Social Research of Central America and the Caribbean-CRIES, Managua)
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